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F E A TUR E AR T I C L E
Connecting people to purpose builds a sustainable business
model at Bark House
Q1 Hilary Collins | Cosette Saliba
At Bark House, a purpose-driven, sustainability-oriented small and medium-
size enterprise (SME) based in North Carolina, a symbiotic relationship
between the firm and its stakeholders has led to the development of a resilient
business model that has generated hundreds of green-collar jobs. Data col-
lected through semi-structured interviews show that by proactively engaging
with stakeholders, the firm has been able to change market perceptions and
behavior, and to refine its core operations to become more sustainable. In addi-
tion, the stakeholders' belief in the authenticity of the organization's commit-
ment to environmental responsibility influences the way employees feel about
themselves and how they behave with others. By putting environmental and
societal concerns before profits, the firm generates customer loyalty that
enables it to survive economic downturns and offers the promise of long-term
success.
1 | INTRODUCTION
Sustainable development has become a global challenge,
with business viewed as both exacerbating the situation
and as a source of solutions (Porter & Kramer, 2011).
Many business leaders consider stakeholder engagement
as the key to sustainability; however, even though the
impact of stakeholder pressures on firms has been widely
discussed, firms' impact on their stakeholders has only
recently been explored (Sulkowski, Edwards, & Edward
Freeman, 2018).
Bark House is a sustainability-oriented American
small and medium-size enterprise (SME) that handcrafts
wall coverings for exterior and interior spaces from
reclaimed tree bark, forming an authentic connection
between nature, the built environment, and individuals.
At Bark House, the symbiotic relationship between stake-
holders and the firm has resulted in a resilient business
model—one that, under normal circumstances, is more
likely to survive sudden changes than other business
models (Bocken, Short, Rana, & Evans, 2014). Bark
House is a benefit corporation—that is, a for-profit
company that has redefined its corporate purpose to also
provide benefits for society and the environment rather
than simply to make a profit (Clark Jr. & Babson, 2012).
Thus, Bark House can also be described as a purpose-
driven organization (Birkinshaw, Foss, & Lindenberg,
2014; EY Beacon Institute, 2015; Quinn & Thakor, 2018).
In line with previous research (Sulkowski et al.,
2018), an examination of Bark House's practices shows
that a purpose-driven SME proactively engages with its
primary stakeholders—employees, suppliers, and
customers—as well as its secondary stakeholders—com-
munity, civil society organizations, public authorities,
and academic institutions; forms new networks and
aligns with existing ones; changes market perceptions
and behavior; and refines core operations to become
more sustainable. Moreover, the stakeholders' belief in
the authenticity of the organization influences the way
employees feel about themselves and how they behave
with others. In sum, purpose-driven SMEs like Bark
House not only benefit society, the environment, and the
economy, but also individual stakeholders and the busi-
nesses that share their values.
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2 | TOWARD SUSTAINABLE
DEVELOPMENT
An early definition of sustainability was simply “develop-
ment that meets the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet
their own needs” (Brundtland, Khalid, Agnelli, Al-Athel, &
Chidzero, 1987, p. 39). Given the scale of the challenges
that businesses currently face, incremental adjustments to
existing practices are not enough: The quest for sustain-
able development now calls for far-reaching, transforma-
tive solutions (Goodman, Korsunova, & Halme, 2017).
Business leaders are searching for sustainability-oriented
innovations that not only provide economic value, but also
help solve serious environmental and social problems.
According to the Small Business & Entrepreneurship
Council, firms with fewer than 500 employees—a defini-
tion commonly used to denote an SME in the United
States—accounted for 99.7% of all firms in 2014 (SBE
Council, 2018). Consequently, it can be argued that since
SMEs play such a central role in the economy, they lie at
the heart of the sustainability challenge (Klewitz &
Hansen, 2014). Yet, SMEs tend to be overlooked by those
pondering sustainability-oriented innovations (Stubblefield
Loucks, Martens, & Cho, 2010).
Sustainability does not have to be viewed as an either/or
state. Rather, it can be considered as a process of transforma-
tion (Adams, Jeanrenaud, Bessant, Denyer, & Overy, 2016).
Thus, sustainable development requires continual innova-
tion rather than piecemeal adjustments in business practices
and processes (Hansen, Grosse-Dunker, & Reichwald, 2009).
Sustainability-oriented innovation involves making changes
to an organization's philosophy and values—as well as to its
products, processes, and practices—for the purpose of creat-
ing and realizing social and environmental value in addition
to economic returns (Adams et al., 2016).
The purpose of the study was
to explore the role and
impact of the collaboration
between SMEs and their
stakeholders within the
sustainability-oriented
innovation process.
The importance of collaborating with stakeholders to
drive innovation has been established in previous
studies (Ayuso, Angel Rodríguez, García-Castro, &
Angel Ariño, 2011; Hansen et al., 2009; Hansen &
Klewitz, 2012). It is of particular value to SMEs follow-
ing a strategy of sustainability-oriented innovation,
however, for such collaboration acts as a capacity-
building mechanism and helps offset the resource con-
straints that SMEs typically face.
Sustainability-oriented innovation cannot be accom-
plished by managers alone. It needs to incorporate stake-
holders and be part of the firms' overall corporate
strategy. Indeed, sustainability-oriented innovation has
been described as a multidimensional concept that even
exceeds the capabilities of an entire organization
(Goodman et al., 2017). By assimilating stakeholders'
interests, firms can assess the social impact of innovation
and spur innovation based on stakeholders' knowledge
(Hansen et al., 2009). Yet, the reciprocal effect of the rela-
tionship between stakeholders and SMEs, especially
within a framework of sustainability-oriented innovation,
remains unclear.
3 | EXPLORING THE ROLE OF
STAKEHOLDERS
The data for analyzing Bark House's experience with its
stakeholders was drawn from “Our Common Purpose,” a
study of four purpose-driven SMEs from the energy,
mobility, living, and food sectors (Collins & Saliba, 2019).
In that study, Bark House represented the living sector.
The purpose of the study was to explore the role and
impact of the collaboration between SMEs and their
stakeholders within the sustainability-oriented innova-
tion process.
As illustrated in Exhibit B11, the sampling and method-
ology were consistent with previous research that
explored the role of stakeholders within sustainability-
oriented innovation in large companies in Europe
(Goodman et al., 2017). Although the four firms in the
study are based in the United States, they were drawn
from the same industry categories as those in the
European study. As well as being sustainability-rooted or
purpose-driven, each of the companies had received an
award for innovation and/or a sustainability-related certi-
fication. The results of the study were compared to those
found by Sulkowski et al. (2018).
During semi-structured interviews, representatives
of the four SMEs and their stakeholders were asked to
identify their strategic sustainability behavior in terms
of their sustainability-oriented innovation process, the
extent of stakeholders' involvement, and the impact
of stakeholder engagement during each stage of
the innovation process (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014).
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The stakeholder interviews focused specifically on col-
laboration with the stakeholders: the purpose of the col-
laboration, the activities of the stakeholder, the
outcome and impact of the collaboration, and the moti-
vation behind—and barriers to—collaboration. Tran-
scripts of the interviews were analyzed to identify
patterns of stakeholders being affected by their work
with the firms, and to determine whether stakeholders
were drawn to organizations that shared the same
values that they did.
To explore these themes further, photo elicitation—a
method that evokes comments in response to photo-
graphic images—was used to gather perceptions of the
impact of 16 purpose-driven organizations on society and
the environment:
• Four purpose-driven large firms;
• Four purpose-driven SMEs (including Bark House);
• Four large firms that had an integrated sustainability
approach (i.e., they added sustainability considerations
into their processes, but did not include sustainability
in their core purpose); and
• Four SMEs that had an integrated sustainability
approach.
For each company, a collage of images and text was cre-
ated to present information about them and their views
on sustainability. Fifteen participants selected at ran-
dom were asked to examine each of the 16 collages
from different stakeholder perspectives and to answer
questions on their perception of the company's values
and culture; the perceived impact of the company on
society, the environment, and the participant; and
whether they would choose to work with the company
and, if so, why.
To provide a different perspective, a survey con-
cerning the same 16 companies was sent to 110 randomly
selected participants, who were asked to choose which of
the companies they would work for and why, and which
seemed to them to be the most purpose-driven. Partici-
pants were also asked to rate their perception of the
impact of the 16 companies on the environment and
society.
3.1 | Data collection and analysis
Open and axial coding was used to analyze the data from
the interviews with the four SMEs and their stakeholders
(Miles, Huberman, & Saldana, 2013). The method of creat-
ing the codes was deductive. For the first cycle of coding, a
provisional list of codes was drawn up (Goodman et al.,
2017; Sulkowski et al., 2018). Other themes that focused
on different qualities that govern the relationship between
SMEs and their stakeholders emerged inductively.
For the second cycle of coding, pattern codes were
used to organize the data into themes. To elaborate on
the pattern codes, narrative descriptions were used to
make sense of the patterns and derive insights. Matrix
displays were used to plot the activities and the impact of
the different stakeholders on the various stages of the
innovation process. The researchers used network
EXHIBIT 1 Research methodology and process. [Color figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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displays to illustrate the development of the relationship
between SMEs and their stakeholders.
After synthesizing the memos and the matrices, nar-
ratives were created to compare the findings of this study
with those of Goodman et al. (2017) and Sulkowski et al.
(2018), and to relate the findings to research questions
framed around the role of stakeholders within
sustainability-oriented innovation in SMEs. A compara-
tive analysis was drawn between the findings.
Matrix displays were used to
plot the activities and the
impact of the different stake-
holders on the various stages
of the innovation process.
During the photo-elicitation stage, participants were
asked to provide three words that described their percep-
tions about the values and cultures of each of the 16 com-
panies. After gathering the data, the researchers
identified and counted sustainability-related words and
conducted a comparative analysis between the SMEs and
the larger companies, and between the purpose-driven
companies and those that had an integrated sustainabil-
ity approach. Purpose-driven SMEs and large companies
were described with 77 sustainability-related words,
compared to 31 words for integrated SMEs and large
companies. This indicates that stakeholders perceive
purpose-driven companies to have sustainability as a core
value and that they recognize companies that are
purpose-driven. The survey that had been sent to 110 ran-
domly selected participants produced similar results.
4 | FOCUSING ON BARK HOUSE
One of the four SMEs in the study, Bark House proved to
be a particularly rich subject. The photo-elicitation study
participants, as well as the stakeholders who were inter-
viewed, identified the firm as authentic and purpose-
driven. Furthermore, they believed that the company's
impact on society and the environment was very high,
and they expressed an interest in working with it.
Based in Spruce Pine, North Carolina, Bark House
converts tree bark into innovative coverings for interior
and exterior walls. Its stated purpose is to connect people
to nature. Founded in 1990 by spouses Chris and Marty
McCurry, the firm has 25 full-time employees and about
250 vendors. The company's design process is regenera-
tive, and its products are 100% natural and made with
renewable energy. A benefit corporation, Bark House has
won awards for innovation, regenerative business, cul-
tural contribution, agriculture best practices, architecture
and interior design, and leadership in sustainability. It
has also received several certifications of sustainability,
including a Platinum certification from the Cradle to Cra-
dle Products Innovation Institute (2019), which assesses a
product in terms of material health, reutilization, renew-
able energy and carbon management, water stewardship,
and social fairness.
Bark House has won awards
for innovation, regenerative
business, cultural contribu-
tion, agriculture best prac-
tices, architecture and
interior design, and leader-
ship in sustainability.
A supporter of its local community, Bark House was
created with the idea of bringing the essence of nature,
individuals, and community together in a single company.
The firm's mission is to use eco-friendly wall treatments to
connect people with nature through the built environment
using regenerative design or whole-building. “We were
driven to create a product with the potential to reconnect
people, to help them to quiet that voice of the city, that
voice that they were listening to that was so loud,” said
Chris McCurry. At a time when sustainability was more
about reducing damage to the environment and reducing
costs for businesses, the strategy at Bark House was to
focus not only on harmless outcomes, but also on regener-
ative inputs (Klewitz & Hansen, 2014) that have a positive
social and environmental impact—and to prioritize this
over generating profits.
4.1 | The impact on environment,
community, and economy
Being a purpose-driven benefit corporation, Bark House
seeks to improve the environment and the community, as
well as the economy. When Bark House was founded, North
Carolina was attracting new residents and business that
were drawn to its scenic setting in the foothills of the Blue
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1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39
40
41
42
43
44
45
46
47
48
49
50
51
52
53
54
55
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64
65
66
67
68
69
70
71
72
73
74
75
76
77
78
79
80
81
82
83
84
85
86
87
88
89
90
91
92
93
94
95
96
97
98
99
100
101
102
103
104
105
106
Ridge Mountains. Some developers and builders, however,
brought notions of architecture that did not fit the local envi-
ronment or culture, sometimes even bulldozing the very
landscapes that had attracted them in the first place.
The management at Bark House wanted to offer a
product that reflected the nature of the region, using trees
in their entirety and a carbon-free manufacturing method.
Consequently, a respect for nature and the environment
began to grow. “After the involvement of Bark House, peo-
ple started integrating these houses and they stopped clear-
cutting their lots, they actually started trying to fit their
houses more tightly within the landscape,” said McCurry.
“So, the respect for nature and the respect for the place
grew.” As part of the firm's outreach to the local area, she
adds, “50%, and sometimes up to 70%, of our direct income
goes directly back into the community here. So that's
almost embarrassing for a for-profit company, but what it
does is it shows people that you're true to your word.”
Bark House's support of its immediate environment
has included a collaboration with the Spruce Pine Main
Street Organization to build a local community center for
the town, which is undergoing revitalization after signifi-
cant manufacturing and business losses following a fire in
its historic downtown in 2007. According to Libby Phillips,
executive director of Spruce Pine Main Street Organiza-
tion, building the community center helped bolster the
community and make it more resilient. “It's really been a
great project for our community. It really was kind of one
of the first positive things that happened after that fire and
the devastation. It was one of the first things that showed
the community that we're going to move forward regard-
less of what happened. It's created a place for the commu-
nity to come and hang out and have lunch or have their
kids play.” Besides offering local residents a convenient
setting for strengthening social ties, the community center
served as a stepping stone to economic development, lay-
ing a foundation for other businesses.
Collaborating around a com-
mon purpose creates a sense
of belonging among stake-
holders and a durable rela-
tionship with them that
directly affects them and goes
beyond the transactional.
Located in a rural community in Southern Appalachia—
an area where the economy has always struggled—Bark
House has helped create hundreds of green-collar jobs for
residents, which generated national publicity. Bark
House's sustainability mission not only helps its
employees, but also the vendors of bark, whose income
has increased threefold since they joined the company. In
addition, Bark House's process does not rely on cutting
down trees, but on working with the bark, which is regen-
erative. Company management has set up an education
program to teach vendors how to procure bark and to
train people to become vendors when they lose jobs in
declining local sectors, such as the coal industry.
5 | HOW BARK HOUSE
INFLUENCES ITS STAKEHOLDERS
Interviews with one of the co-founders of Bark House,
the executive director of Spruce Pine Main Street Organi-
zation, a local university professor, and representatives
from two government organizations highlight the firm's
impact on its stakeholders.
Purpose-driven SMEs that make sustainability-
oriented innovations, such as Bark House, affect their
stakeholders in many ways. As their core business is
founded on a purpose besides generating a profit (Fessell,
2018), this has an influence on stakeholders. Collaborating
around a common purpose creates a sense of belonging
among stakeholders and a durable relationship with them
that directly affects them and goes beyond the transac-
tional (Goodman et al., 2017). Such collaboration nurtures
strong relationships that can make SMEs more resilient to
change and any daunting challenges they may face.
The study of the data from Bark House showed that
the company influenced its stakeholders in four ways:
through forming new networks or aligning with existing
ones, encouraging proactive engagement and coopera-
tion, changing core operations and business practices,
and altering societal perceptions and market realities.
5.1 | Enhanced networks
Bark House is proactive in aligning existing networks and
in forming new ones with its stakeholders. It has partici-
pated in and organized panel discussions and forums, and
has worked with organizations to improve their processes
and to expand their reach. These networks primarily con-
sist of civil society organizations that share the same goals
as Bark House. For instance, a close relationship between
Bark House and an institute dedicated to regenerative
design allows both entities to share information on sus-
tainable processes and to cultivate a network of like-
minded businesses committed to eco-minded design.
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Networks are vital in any market, but for SMEs like
Bark House the primary value of these networks is to
help develop local communities and stakeholders, with
a focus on the values that they share rather than simply
profit. For example, said McCurry, “We worked a lot
with a public authority, doing presentations, sharing
about benefit corporations, [and] sharing about social
equity and about creating the new economy in
this area.”
5.2 | Proactive engagement
Bark House also proactively engages with its stakeholders
by sharing informing, conducting educational programs,
and raising awareness about sustainability, often collabo-
rating with academic institutions, civil society organiza-
tions, and public authorities. For example, Bark House
has run employment-related seminars on sustainable for-
estry and bark harvesting. Through such initiatives, the
company has helped to increase awareness about sustain-
able and regenerative design not only in its immediate
community, but also well beyond.
Of the raw materials that Bark House uses, 95% are
sourced within 50 miles of its processing facility. “By
localizing the supply chain with certified local products,
we are increasing the market share for local individuals,
creating new jobs in high unemployment areas, and
retaining the flow of capital within local economies,”
explains McCurry. The company's multiple efforts to
engage with stakeholders have resulted in a sense of
ownership among them that has not only elevated the
company's reputation, but also has helped foster cus-
tomer loyalty and support.
5.3 | Revamped operations
Bark House strives to make its operations, as well as its
products, services, and processes, sustainable and
regenerative. The company's focus on social and envi-
ronmental impact above economic gain also contrib-
utes to changes in the market, making its products
economically viable. For example, it took 5 years of
research to find a method of harvesting bark in a sus-
tainable way and applying it to housing. Aware of the
importance of clean processes and sustainable prod-
ucts, greater numbers of customers have begun to
appreciate companies like Bark House that prioritize
social and environment concerns, and those customers
increasingly are preferring Bark House products to
those of its competitors.
5.4 | Altered perceptions
By educating its customers and suppliers about sustainable
practices and marketplace norms, Bark House has helped
change consumer purchasing behavior. The firm's way of
doing business and spreading knowledge has contributed
to changing current industry practices, and has set a high
standard for other businesses to follow. For example, in
2007, Bark House challenged the Cradle to Cradle Products
Innovation Institute to incorporate social equity into its
sustainability strategy, helped shape a policy for Platinum-
level certification, and helped develop a social equity mea-
surement strategy more suited to American organizations
than the previous one, which was based on an ISO mea-
surement for human equity in third-world countries.
6 | HOW STAKEHOLDERS
INFLUENCE BARK HOUSE
The interviews with Bark House's stakeholders also
highlighted the impact that they had on the SME. Specifi-
cally, stakeholders' recognition of the authenticity of
Bark House's purpose leads to a symbiotic relationship
between them and the firm that augments Bark House's
endeavors and, thereby, enhances the firm's resilience.
“They influenced how our employees felt about them-
selves and the products that they were making, and how
our vendors, who are even more independent, felt about
themselves, where their product was showing up, and
how they helped our economy,” said McCurry.
6.1 | Recognition of authenticity
Stakeholders recognize and appreciate the fact that Bark
House is driven by purpose. They described it as having
“a heart for community involvement,” a “real
philosophy,” and a “real desire for culture and heritage.”
They also noted that it is “deeply invested”; that it “does
business the right way, not just for money”; and that its
principals “give back and have environmental steward-
ship.” Stakeholders recognize the legitimacy of the comp-
any's goals and the veracity of its purpose.
The leaders of Bark House have found that not only
can an SME be purpose-driven, but also that many of its
stakeholders can be as well. The stakeholders who were
interviewed expressed their interest in supporting local
businesses and their community, their connection to
nature, and their appreciation for environmental stew-
ardship. They also recognized that the values they share
with the company—thinking along the same lines,
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wanting to create the same outcomes, and seeing how
they can do things differently—have brought them
together. Thus, stakeholders and the SME connect and
are driven by a shared purpose. For example, log vendors
appreciate the fact that the company also uses the bark
from the trees they cut down, minimizing waste.
The owners are known for being prepared to go
beyond what is normally expected of a business, and this
is widely appreciated. Stakeholders believe the owners
genuinely care about the local area and the greater envi-
ronment, and have proven it through their responsible
use of local natural resources. Matt Raker, vice president
of entrepreneurship at the Advantage West Economic
Development Group, North Carolina's regional economic
development commission, noted that Chris McCurry
“has a real desire to keep the mountain culture and heri-
tage at the forefront of what she's doing, and there's not
much automation in her processes. It's a throwback to a
culture of days gone by, and she enjoys that.” The stake-
holders' recognition of Bark House's authentic commit-
ment to sustainability and the local economy fosters a
sense of belonging to a community, and creates a power-
ful reciprocal and symbiotic relationship between them
and the business.
6.2 | Building support through
relationships
Clearly, stakeholders trust Bark House. There is a sense
of transparency and openness between the company
and its stakeholders that creates a balanced, mutually
beneficial relationship. Employees choose to work for
the company because it embodies their values; the
owners choose their employees and suppliers for the
same reason. Similarly, referrals come from others who
share the same values and look for ways to support
them. “We have great relationships,” said McCurry.
“We've grown relationships with investors and with
banks who actually are mission-driven so they appreci-
ate what we are doing. They understand the benefit of
supporting a small business that survived during the
economic downturn, while a lot of businesses closed.”
From her perspective as executive director at Spruce
Pine Main Street Organization, Phillips said, “We defi-
nitely support [Bark House's] business because they're
important in our community as far as economic develop-
ment. That's a big concern for them in pushing forward.
[As they are] local and use local products, we are huge
supporters of them.”
Chelsea Helms, a lecturer on building science at
Appalachian State University, described her relationship
with Bark House as “really strong,” and added, “They
were fantastic to work with. They basically said that any
product we want to use, we are welcome to…Anyone
willing to support student work is really going above and
beyond, and we have certainly appreciated it.”
6.3 | Creating resilience
The impact of the local community and stakeholders on
Bark House not only provides support, but also helps
improve the company's resilience. During the financial
crisis of 2008, said McCurry, “It would have been easier if
we closed, but it is not for the bottom line that you hold
on. It is because of the lives that you're affecting, and
how those lives are affecting you… We continued, and we
made it through.” Indeed, noted Bill Slagle, state director
at Economic Development Partnership of North Carolina
(EDPNC), “They were able to survive the recession years
where there was a huge concern in the construction and
building of new homes, which is their primary market.”
Stakeholders believe the
owners genuinely care about
the local area and the greater
environment, and have
proven it through their
responsible use of local natu-
ral resources.
The stakeholders' recognition of the authenticity of
Bark House's social, environmental, and economic com-
mitment to its region, and the mutual collaboration and
respect that emerged from the relationship between the
SME and its stakeholders all helped to build the hardi-
ness and spirit that enabled Bark House to survive
despite a depressed economy.
7 | THE BENEFITS OF
COLLABORATION
The interrelationship between Bark House and its stake-
holders has led to several productive outcomes.
• Acting as a source of inspiration: Purpose-driven SMEs
and their stakeholders help shape sustainability stan-
dards in their industries. They educate interested
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individuals and organizations, as well as the general
public, changing consumers' behaviors and inspiring
the next generation of sustainability-oriented business
professionals. In addition to transforming long-
accepted operational practices, they inspire others to
follow their example.
• Driving industry standards: If successful, a purpose-
driven business model can gain widespread acceptance
as an industry standard, encouraging others to trans-
form the way they run their companies as well. Bark
House's business model emerged from a desire to deal
with a specific environmental and social issue: to opti-
mize form, processes, and systems, and to reconnect
people with nature. Its mode of operation was regener-
ative, and its strategy sustainability-rooted: It was
motivated to create products and services that
exceeded the current industry standards, and to create
a positive impact on the environment and society.
• Fostering stakeholder loyalty: Stakeholders recognize
and appreciate the fact that firms like Bark House are
driven by a purpose beyond the simple pursuit of
profit. When stakeholders share a company's funda-
mental values, those stakeholders are likely to be loyal
to the firm and willing to support it. This creates a
powerful reciprocal bond between the stakeholders
and the business.
• Building and enhancing resilience: Shared values and a
shared purpose bring stakeholders together. This not
only provides support to the firm, but also helps build
and strengthen the firm's resilience. When firms and
their stakeholders join to form networks, they are well
positioned to exchange information about sustainabil-
ity, processes, and skills, which can improve the orga-
nization's ability to withstand business challenges. In
time, these networks can expand to include other busi-
nesses and stakeholders as well.
• Creating a robust business model: The collaborative net-
works that form around purpose-driven SMEs not only
help change their industry, but also the community that
they serve. By supporting socially responsible economic
development in their local areas, they help unify their
community and provide opportunity for its residents.
Employees are proud to work for purpose-driven SMEs,
because they consider their labor meaningful.
8 | THE VALUE OF CONNECTING
PEOPLE TO PURPOSE
All the stakeholders who were interviewed regarding
Bark House noted their respect for its purpose-driven
activities. Their recognition of the authenticity of
the firm's commitment to sustainability, and the
collaboration and mutual respect that emerged from their
collaboration with the company help ensure that Bark
House will continue to be capable of weathering sudden
economic changes. In short, the firm has a robust and
sustainable business model. The findings from the inter-
views agree with previous research that found that the
higher the level of sustainability behavior of a firm, the
stronger its interaction with external actors (Klewitz &
Hansen, 2014). This study also revealed the various char-
acteristics of such collaboration.
Primary and secondary stakeholders that collaborate
with sustainability-oriented SMEs are attracted by a com-
mon purpose. As the activities of Bark House show, the
firm and its stakeholders engage in educating and
supporting communities, an activity that goes beyond the
traditional economic rationale of a business, and is more
concerned with the well-being of society and the environ-
ment. Such activities co-create sustainable value through
forming and aligning with networks, altering societal and
market realities, and changing the core operations of the
business (Sulkowski et al., 2018).
Collaborating around a common purpose influences
the behavior of individual stakeholders by creating a
sense of meaning that strengthens their relationship
with the SME. Conventional economic logic tends to
rely on extrinsic rewards such as money; however, the
leaders of purpose-driven SMEs recognize that learning
and personal development are powerful motivators:
Employees actually want to think, learn, and grow. A
business that puts its local community, environment,
and stakeholders first not only flourishes, but also
enables the community and the environment around it
to flourish (Exhibit B22).
Although it can be challenging for managers and
owners of small and medium-size businesses to imple-
ment a sustainability strategy or to prioritize a purpose
that goes beyond profits, there are many benefits to doing
so. For one thing, it creates stronger relationships with
internal and external stakeholders who share the same
values. These relationships can help an SME become
more resilient to organizational obstacles and help it
overcome limitations related to size, such as resourcing.
All the while, the SME and its stakeholders are co-
creating significant value for their communities and the
environment.
Business leaders that wish to create a more purpose-
driven organization would do well to keep the following
points in mind.
• Recognize the need to be authentic and ensure that
your actions, promises, and messages are consistent
and clear through all the company's interactions, both
internally and externally.
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• Identify your purpose and set of values, and then live
them with integrity and consistency.
• Recognize that learning and development are powerful
incentives. Give employees the opportunity to think,
learn, and grow.
In connecting people to their purpose, organizational
leaders will be well positioned to provide value not only to
their local economy, but also to the environment and soci-
ety at large. Ultimately, their efforts will be rewarded by a
loyalty that will enable them to survive economic down-
turns and promises continued resilience in the long term.
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